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Abstract 
Purpose: The purpose of this research is to assess the nature of competititon within the motor-
vehicle industry in the Johanensburg Metropole.  
Problem investigated: Literature reveals that a common issue experienced in this industry is the 
level of difficulty automobile manufacturers have in offering a unique and/or differentiated 
product. 
 
Design/methodology/approach: A qualitative research approach. Data were collected from 10 
motor-vehicle dealerships within the Johannesburg Metropole region. Data analysis was 
performed using content analysis.  
 
Findings: Findings reveal the majority the participants have mentioned that the nature of 
competition is vigorous due to the unstable economy of South Africa, specifically within the 
Johannesburg Metropole given that it is the ‘business hub’ of the country. Furthermore, the lack 
of customer loyalty has been on the increase over the past year due more and more people gaining 
access to the internet. The internet has given consumers information to a very large information 
base, which in turn presents more alternatives and a multitude of brands 
 
Conclusion: The vast majority of the participants highlithed the fact that there is a lot of 
uncertainty in the motor vehicle industry due to the current economic outlook of the country.  
        











The South African motor-vehicle industry has evolved since the 1980s for the better as the country, 
during that time, faced a number of international sanctions due to the apartheid regime. Later on 
in the 21st century, according to the automotive export manual of 2014, manufacturing of motor-
vehicles within the country is responsible for at least a quarter of the country-wide manufacturing 
total. In addition to this, there is an initiative which began two years ago which is aimed to double 
the number of vehicles produced within the next five years.   
Given that standardization and customization tactics may be over-done in this industry, this could 
be beneficial in making sense of how companies within this industry operate and compete. 
Competition in the industry may be influenced by political, social and environmental issues, reason 
being that the core product of this industry i.e. the motor-vehicle is utilised across the globe by 
millions of people on an everyday basis. The result of this is that companies within this industry 
are forced or compelled to meet the requirements of a large variety of customer needs while still 
trying to remain profitable. Bagu & Isac (2010) mention that the motor-vehicle industry is 
characterised by a low trade/sales ratio. 
With that in mind, it can be noted that companies within this industry will have some challenges 
in their efforts to make sustainable profits.  
This drives the level of competition very high, to such lengths that many companies now form part 
of a consortium, this makes it easier to survive within such a dynamic and rapidly changing 
industry. In order to clarify, a consortium in this manner is a group of motor-vehicle producers 
that fall under one banner, for example General Motors.  
Another trend in the industry is that of take-overs and acquisitions. Many companies have been 
bought over in the past, a competitive tactic of acquiring another company has proved to be 
common in the industry. One of the most trusted and respected authors on competition and strategy 
is Michael E. Porter (2008), and he states that there are five competitive forces that organisations 
deal with namely; (a) Replacement products (b) Level of industry competitiveness(c) Threat of 
new rivals (d) Supplier ability to bargain (e) Buyers ability to bargain. This model will be made 







Competition in this industry is influenced by multiple variables, this research paper is an effort to 
investigate and see how all of these variable come into play, all in an effort to understand the 
nature of competition within the Motor-vehicle industry. Motor-vehicle manufacturers are among 
the most recognised brands in the world. Thanks to effective marketing and the fact that they 
satisfy a basic need. Brands such as VW, BMW, Mercedes, Toyota and many more are very well 
known throughout the globe (Kiler & Rubenstein. 2008). 
According to Hirsh. (2003), the strength of a company’s brand and their method of differentiating 
themselves play a significant role in the success or failure in competing in the industry. Kallstrom 
(2015) mentions that the industry is segmented and certain motor- vehicle companies seem to 
dominate these segments, the example given here is that of Japanese companies and the extent to 
which they dominate the subcompact and compact motor-vehicle segment.  
A common concept within the industry is that of “uniqueness” and the level to which it is created 
in the Motor-vehicle industry is of high importance. Guerzoni & Soellner (2013) stated that 
consumers have a need for uniqueness & the extent to which a certain product satisfies that need 
should be viewed as a characteristic of that particular product.  
A relation between “uniqueness” and “customer satisfaction” can be identified here, and the 
manner in which these variables are dealt with is of utmost importance to motor-vehicle 
manufacturers/producers. 
The 2014 automotive export manual has reported that only thirteen years into the 21st century the 
South African motor-vehicle industry had exported to the value of R102, 7billion. The manner in 
which the previous world recession had affected major trade partners situated within the US and 
Europe had placed a substantial amount of pressure upon locally based companies to explore new 
business ventures in order to mitigate risk. Furthermore local companies were faced with a 
situation wherein new growth opportunities needed to be identified  
A common trend within this industry is the on-going need for sustainability as the world population 
is growing and needs for transportation and commuting are increasing. Motor-vehicle companies 
are now faced with the difficult task of developing and implementing sustainable processes within 




extremely vast number of consumers’ needs and wants, this comes back to the point that was made 
at the beginning of this research paper. The sheer number of competitors fighting to provide such 
a product may be overwhelming. 
Koplin, Mesterharm & Seuring (2007) mentions that large companies within the business world 
are viewed, by the world population, as important actors in the drive for sustainability. In 
conjunction with being viewed as active drivers for sustainability, organisations seem to rethink 
and revamp their supply chain in order to deal with this obstacle.  
Another trend that has been identified is that amongst these motor-vehicle companies is that they 
spread their operations across borders, so to benefit from resources and capabilities of other 
regions. Furthermore, this could be a cost saver as some regions are still in the development stages. 
Motor-vehicle manufacturers seem to develop their products according to certain country 
requirements or to satisfy a need within a certain region.  
According to Holweg (2008) it is important to take note of is the extent to which the motor-vehicle 
industry is segmented in accordance to the multiple vehicle differentiations (models), for purpose 
of example: compact cars, suv’s, luxury cars, sports etc. Holweg (2008) further mentions that the 
industry is never stagnant but rather continuously changing/shifting. Holweg (2008) provides an 
example’s of such changes such as the shift from mass-production to build-to-order initiatives 
within the past 50 years, to sum it all up he states that sustainable competitiveness can only be 
achieved through customers’ needs as well as invoking their desires. 
Considering the above mentioned information, this could be off beneficial use to an individual or 
organisation that may considering the motor-vehicle or investing in it. From the available 
literature, one can deduct that it is advisable for companies to look beyond the product itself and 
shift attention to responding to customer demands as well as after sales service. This has become 
somewhat mandatory given the rate at which the world is advancing, customers can locate an 
alternate organisation offering a replacement product within a matter of minutes and with very 
little effort. Looking at the performance of the South African motor-vehicle industry, it is 
improving according to the provided literature. This milestone does come with a certain amount 






Pianka (1981) states that competition is a phenomenon which occurs when two or more business 
organisations inhibit the same market. This involves the use of common resources & human capital 
which is generally short in supply. Considering this, it is clear that competition is not possible 
without the existence of multiple players in the same market.  
Measuring industry Competiveness 
The use of Porters five force analysis is amongst the best methods of measuring industry 
competitiveness. This analysis allows for a broader understanding of industry competitors. The 
following is a brief illustration of an applied five forces framework to the motor vehicle industry 
of the Johannesburg Metropole region:  
Replacement products 
Possible replacement products are that of motor-cycles, public transport or human propelled 
machinery. The issue that may be experienced here is that with the unstable economy of the 
country, people are searching for cheaper and more efficient means of transport. 
Level of industry competitiveness 
Johannesburg, being the main business hub of South Africa, has a very intense competitive 
landscape. It also benefits from a large target market. The issue here is that much of this population 
cannot afford high priced motor-vehicles, thus stimulating a price war. 
Threat of new rivals 
This may occur very seldom, as entering this industry requires a large amount of capital and 
extensive human resources. These are seen as deterring factors of entering this industry. 
Supplier ability to bargain 
Suppliers in this industry have very little bargaining power due to the fact that there are many 
available alternate suppliers of raw materials required to produce a motor-vehicle. Regarding the 
retail dealership in and around the Johannesburg Metropole region, the bargaining power of their 




Buyer’s ability to bargain 
As a buyer in this industry, one will have the ability to bargain with suppliers regarding volumes 
purchased as well as negotiating significant discounts. As a consumer, very little room is left for 
bargaining, as motor-vehicle dealerships are always seeking to make the most amount of profit 
from each sale. 
Competitive strategy  
As mentioned by Ghemewat (2000) competitive strategy is action-plan with which an organisation 
puts to use its resources & capabilities in the effort to gain some sort of advantage over its rivals. 
Competitive strategy can be seen as something that should not remain stagnant but rather keep 
improving so that an advantage can be sustained. 
Differentiation 
Eggert & Ulaga (2006) defines differentiation as a competitive strategy which is used as a means 
of creating value in product or service which is absolutely exclusive from competitors. 
Regarding the motor-vehicle industry, it may prove to be challenging to achieve a product that is 
completely different from others in this industry, however companies within this industry look at 
differentiating themselves through means of quality, technology, affordability and brand. It may 
be assumed that the best manufactured motor-vehicles come out of Germany as they are known 
for placing emphases on build quality and precision in all their manufacturing projects undertaken. 
However to develop a brand that stands out and is differentiated from the rest emphasis has to be 
placed on product offerings that are reliable and trusted by consumers which may involve many 










Gartner (2002) defines uniqueness as something which is solitary in its characterization, having 
no equal or being absolutely un-parallel. When considering uniqueness in a business, it is difficult 
to create a product or offer a service which is completely un-parallel. Reason being that in reality, 
with the current available technology, anything can be imitated and modified. Thus creating 
completely unique products and/or services are extremely hard. However in the motor-vehicle 
industry developing a product that is unique will be dependent on the product characteristics, build 
quality and features on offer. There are many ways that a motor-vehicle manufacturer may obtain 
a brand that is unique to all other competitors such as the likes of Rolls Royce who prides 
themselves of the most advance technology, comfort, style and has a brand that is uniquely known 
for lavish lifestyles and luxury. The pride their brand uniqueness on finer touches such as their 
iconic badge on the bonnet of every vehicle as well as the hand painted pin stripe along the side 
of the vehicle. Brands may also obtain uniqueness in terms of their pricing strategy such as Tata 
motors who developed a vehicle that is the cheapest in the world called the Tata Nano which 
allows for many individuals who could not afford a motor-vehicle to now have the ability to 
purchase a vehicle that is not only inexpensive but profitable to Tata by allowing them to capture 
a large population of consumers that had a need for transport but could not afford it. 
Problem Statement 
Based on the above considerations, the following problem has been derived. A common issue 
experienced in this industry is the level of difficulty automobile manufacturers have in offering a 
unique and/or differentiated product. The reason behind this is that all motor vehicles serve the 
same need i.e. to efficiently commute from one point to another. Furthermore, automobile 
manufacturers face a substantial amount of pressure to provide sustainable solutions as the ever 
growing energy crises directly effects this industry. A possible threat within this industry is that of 
replacement products and/or services such as public transport, motorcycles & any other form of 







Research Objectives  
The primary objectives of this study is to understand the nature of competition within the motor-
vehicle industry with specific reference to differentiation and uniqueness.  
The secondary objectives of the study are the following : Formulate fact based conclusions in order 
to understand the nature of competition within the Motor-vehicle industry. 
 Determine what companies are doing to create “uniqueness” in their product offerings. 
 Obtain information based on what replacement products are available and how they affect 
business. 
 
The main research question to be answered for this study is: 
The following overall research questions was derived from the literature review :  
What is the nature of competition within the motor-vehicle industry in the Johannesburg 
Metropole? 
The sub-questions to be answered in this study are: 
 How do motor-vehicle manufacturers differentiate themselves?  
 Are replacement products & services such as motorcycles and/or public transport a threat?  
 What level of difficulty will be experienced when entering this industry? 











Research methodology  
A qualitative study had been undertaken for the study. A qualitative studies’ is defined by Bayat 
& Fox (2007) as a research paradigm within the field of social sciences. The benefit of conducting 
this study qualitatively was that the information gained had allowed the researches to formulate 
conclusions about competition within the motor-vehicle industry in the Johannesburg Metropole 
region. 
Population & Sampling  
The population which was targeted for the fulfilment of the study was 10 motor-vehicle dealerships 
within the Johannesburg Metropole region. Majority of these motor-vehicle dealerships are 
situated in the Southern region of the Johannesburg Metropole. This was a positive part of the 
study given that access to the selected population was easy and convenient.  
The selected population was further divided into the country of their origin. This was done in the 
following manner: BMW & VW – German Product, Toyota & Nissan –Japanese Product,Jeep & 
Ford –American Product,TATA & Mahindra –Indian Product ,KIA motors & GWM –Asian 
Product.  This was done in the effort to find out how different brands operate within the local 
industry. Furthermore to gain a broader understanding of the Motor-Vehicle industry of the 
Johannesburg region. 
For the purpose of the study, the researchers utilised a non-probability sampling method. As 
mentioned by Babbie & Mouton (2001) that a non-probability sample is one where no random 
selection takes places but is rather more specific.  This is accurate and appropriate to the study as 
specific motor-vehicle dealers will be approached. So to be more specific, the researchers carried 
out a judgement sampling technique. Which is defined by Bayat & Fox (2007) as a method wherein 
units are selected based the opinion of the researchers, to be representative of a certain population 
or industry. The specific sample method that was used is an interview questionnaire, a number of 
10 questionnaires were developed and then utilised in the interviews. The interviews were 
conducted at each of the motor-vehicle dealerships business premises, each interview lasted 
between 10-15 minutes. The questionnaire consisted of 15 questions based on multiple aspects of 






The collection of data took place during the last week of September 2015, wherein each of the 
selected motor-vehicle brand dealerships were approached to undergo an interview. To specify, 
the exact type of data collection method was that of an interview questionnaire. Participants were 
asked 15 questions regarding the subject matter. Majority were sceptical at first but eventually 
agreed to participate in the interview under the condition that no specific reference must be made 
to their particular dealership as the fear of giving away competitive information is relatively high. 
The interviews were straight forward and structured around the 15 prepared questions within the 
questionnaire. According to Bayat & Fox (2007), a qualitative interview is a research methodology 
and a considered way of learning about people’s thoughts, feelings and experiences 
Data Analysis  
The analysis of the collected data was relatively straight to the point given that majority of the 
participants shared similarities in their answers to certain questions. These similarities where 
identified, discussed and recorded for further use. Once all the data was sufficiently interpreted 
and recorded, the researchers then began to draw conclusions from their findings throughout the 
field study. Furthermore, it is important to mention that during the analysis some difficulty was 
experienced given that some questions were not answered by many of the respondents.  
Limitations 
Due to the fact that the industry stretches across the globe, the study will be limited to South Africa. 
Specifically the Johannesburg Metropole region, reason being that it would be too difficult of a 
task to investigate this topic at a global level. Branded motor-vehicle dealerships within the 
Johannesburg Metropole will be approached to conduct interviews in order to gain more insight 
into the topic. No information will be gained or sought after from outside the Johannesburg 
Metropole region. The findings and conclusions of this study will then only be relevant to the 
above mentioned area. It is also relevant to make mention that only branded motor-vehicle 
dealerships(factory dealerships) will be approached for information example BMW, Mercedes, 







From the field study which was conducted, 10 individuals working within the motor vehicle 
industry of the Johannesburg Metropole region agreed to part-take in the study. Each individual is 
either currently employed in the industry by a motor-vehicle dealership or is involved in running 
& managing a motor-vehicle dealership. 
All of the participants have mentioned that the nature of competition is vigorous due to the unstable 
economy of South Africa, specifically within the Johannesburg region given that it is the ‘business 
hub’ of the country. Furthermore, the lack of customer loyalty has been on the increase over the 
past year due more and more people gaining access to the internet. The internet has given 
consumers information to a very large information base, which in turn presents more alternatives 
and a multitude of brands. Majority of the participants have stated that the internet is one of the 
root causes of less customer loyalty. Another contributing factor to the lack in customer loyalty is 
that of pricing, given the instability of the economy, many consumers are now being more cautious 
with their spending, motor-vehicle companies are now in a ‘price war’ with one another. Pricing 
is viewed as an extremely important success or failure variable, as consumers are more likely not 
to care too much for about a certain brand as they do about the price of the available products. One 
of Toyota’s success stories is that they are able to offer products which cater to more than one 
niche markets, for example; the Toyota product offering ranges from low-end (Etios, Yaris, Prius) 
to the middle classed (Corolla, Camry, Fortuner etc.) and the top of the range high-end products ( 
land cruiser, VX etc.) . This allows Toyota to spread its risk over many markets. Now to compare 
to a competitor such as Nissan, it is also apparent that Nissan has wide product range which also 
caters to multiple consumers at different levels, this alone serves as proof that competition within 
this industry is challenging.  
The results from the field study has allowed the researchers to understand that the industry is 
heavily over traded, it was stated by a representative of the VW brand that ‘There are too many 
players fighting for a piece of the same pie’ which in essence is another indication of the difficulty 
currently being experienced in the industry. The common competitive strategy which was 
identified through the field study seems to be centred or focused on aggressive marketing tactics. 
Marketing and/or advertising is viewed as a key focus area within this industry. Reason being that 
communicating new and existing products to consumers in and around the Johannesburg 




and growth has been identified by these motor-vehicle companies. It is also common practice for 
these motor-vehicle dealers to make use of multiple social media platforms in order to 
communicate to customers. One of the underlying reasons, which is mutual to majority of the 
selected respondents, is that social media such as Facebook, LinkedIn, YouTube and Instagram 
grants them access to a very large database of consumers. 
Regarding replacement products and/or alternatives, these have had little to no effect on the motor-
vehicle industry of the Johannesburg Metropole region. Multiple reasons have been provided by 
the participants but the most common among them is that public transport is not very reliable, even 
though the masses throughout the region utilise them, it is only due to the fact that many cannot 
afford to purchase a personal mode of transport (i.e. a motor-vehicle), the example provided by 
one of the participants is one of simple logic that an individual would not utilise public transport 
if he/she had the capacity to own a personal mode of transport or if he/she did actually own 
personal mode of transport. Again, the majority of the participants stated that this provides an 
opportunity to motor-vehicle dealers as well as producers as the potential to gain more consumers 
is apparent. Furthermore, 7 of the selected participants had stated that one of their goals as a motor-
vehicle dealership is to encourage more people to purchase their own personal mode of transport.  
It is important to note that the most common issue amongst motor-vehicle dealers is that of the 
unstable economy. They have stated that it has a direct impact on sales and is a deterrence to 
growth. 80% of the participants had mentioned that many branded dealerships will soon be closing 
down as they cannot survive on the extremely low sales, specifically those selling higher-end 
products. 
Not all the questions were answered, some chose not to comment when asked about the external 
factors which have major impact over the past 5 years (question 9). No reason was given for this. 
From the minority that did answer that question, it was stated that a multitude of economic trends 
have impacted the industry, one participant went on to say that the past 5 years have been the 
build-up to what could possibly be the next major economic crises.  
Another question which had gained an un-expected response is that of the ‘green era’ and whether 
any benefits had been derived from it and he answer was No (Question 8). From a local stand 
point, 70% of the participants had stated that environmentally friendly vehicles are not as 
successful in this country as they were expected to be. It’s not a very popular theme within the 




these vehicles have been gradually decreasing. The majority seem to be in agreement as a common 
trend among them is that this ‘green era’ has not had any significant impact on sales.  
Only 50% of the respondents had answered regarding sustainable practices (question 7). Each 
having stated the high importance it holds for any company operating within the industry, even 
though the participants have no significant influence over the extent to which their parent company 
will peruse sustainable practices. The remainder of the participants gave no comment on this topic.  
Majority of the participants have mentioned that the popularity and strength of the brand is the 
main differentiating factor. It comes down to the customer preference and spending capacity. This 
is a strong competitive advantage for the more exclusive brands such as BMW or Jeep, here the 
brand name and ‘status quo’ assigned to it makes the difference. On the other hand, companies 
such as Toyota, Nissan, Kia, GWM and Ford are popular for their affordability and value for 
money benefits. This is one the main driving factors behind the industry, the brand must be popular 
for something. In academic terms, any motor-vehicle brand must hold at least one differentiating 
factor, if not them the chances of success is low. 
Conclusions 
All participants view the future of the industry as uncertain, due to multiple factors which they 
have identified. What can be derived is that there are a number of external factors such the 
economy, imports and communication technology which has a direct influence over the industry. 
The nature of competition is seen as very challenging and motor-vehicle dealers within the 
Johannesburg Metropole region seem to employ a multiplex of strategies in order to remain 
competitive and/or maintain a certain amount of market share.  
Another factor to take note of is the sheer amount of motor-vehicle dealers within the 
Johannesburg Metropole region. This reiterates the statement mentioned early of the industry 
being massively over-traded. Each dealership is an independent entity, meaning that competition 
that can take place between same-brand dealerships. This can be identified as a more 
organisational strategy on behalf of the main company such as BMW, VW, Toyota, Nissan etc. 








The motor-vehicle  industry is currently facing with a lot of uncertainty, all participants seem to 
have this mutual perception. From the results, it has been established that the industry is declining 
in 2015, the general hope amongst motor-vehicle dealers within the Johannesburg Metropole 
region is for improvement. Many have warned that some may not be able to survive much longer 
given the current circumstances, specifically the higher-end vehicle dealers. Furthermore, motor-
vehicle dealers should look towards sustaining themselves within the Johannesburg Metropole 
region given the intense competition and unstable economic conditions. Industry competitors in 
the motor-vehicle industry, should search for new ways or ideas to reinvent themselves so that 
they offer a product that is efficient, yet affordable so that it may appeal to all target markets in a 
manner that is not only beneficial to the company but also creates value in the consumers life. 
 
